
I reckon that the ground floor 
of Waterstones Picadilly is a 

pretty good social commentator. 
You can normally tell what is 
popular, or at least stimulating 
the public consciousness, by the 
books they have on prominent 
display. Anticipating the film 
release of The Hobbit, the ground 
floor was crowded with copies of 

various Tolkien related books. This 
makes perfectly valid commercial 
sense, appealing to contemporary 
demands. By perusing the highlights 
you gain a reasonable summary 
of what is in fashion. Over the 
holidays, cocktails and seafood 
were up, Dickens made a late 
unexpected surge, whilst deserts 
and donkeys dominated the travel 

table. Too scared to check popular 
music, I marched past to the art 
section where they seemed to be 
heralding several golden bricks as 
the new thing. On closer inspection 
these glittering monoliths turned 
out to be catalogues containing 
the complete work of Austrian 
Expressionist Gustav Klimt, giant 
of the early 20th Century Art 
Noveau scene. 

Leader of the Vienna Secession 
and prominent symbolist painter, 
Klimt’s paintings forge an unstable 
bridge between lofty escapism and 
anxiety-ridden social commentary. 
These features awkwardly 
characterise the expressionist 
movement, one of the least coherent 
periods in artistic history.  To use 
horrible generalisations, his work 
fits between the freedom and light 
of French artists like Matisse and 
the fraught scribbly tension of the 
Northern Europeans like Otto Dix 
and Edvard Munch.  He treads the 
hazy line between joie de vivre and 
fin de siècle malaise, if you will 
permit some pretentiousness.

It is natural that great artists 
make a resurgence in popularity 
over the course of history, often, 
although seemingly not in this case, 
prompted by an exhibition. Klimt’s 
last bounce was during the 60’s. 
No doubt the hedonism implied in 

his orgasmic figures and euphoric 
golden dreamscapes greatly 
appealed to the rampant hippies of 
the day. However, despite seeming 
to pander to the extravagant taste of 
the wealthy elite, Klimt’s work is a 
lot more dark and sinister than we 
give him credit for. Working under 
a repressive right wing government, 
Klimt concealed revolutionary 
liberal messages of protest in his 
paint, particularly concerning the 
role of women in society. 

I was initially worried that 
I had imagined Klimt’s revival 
or had read too much into his 
Waterstones positioning. But on 
closer inspection it does seem that 
more people know the name than 
ever before. Then, out of the blue, 
someone gave me a Klimt-themed 
calendar for Christmas. Irrefutable 
evidence. 

It is possible that Waterstones may 
not be following trends but setting 
them, as a sinister sort of cultural 
arbiter. But I cannot shake the 
idea that this newfound interest is 
because Klimt’s art is, to summarise 
in one word and put it mildly, shiny.  
There are no two ways about it. It 
really is very shiny. It is genuinely 
difficult to overstate how shiny 
some of his paintings are. People 
like shiny things. It really could be 
that simple.

...Continued from page 15
Examples abound in the 
contemporary art world. The same 
month that Assad’s forces killed 
over one hundred protesters in 
Syria, The Guardian described 
a London exhibition of Arabic 
art as encapsulating “the energy 
and unpredictability of the Arab 
Spring”. Many have blamed the 
‘revolutionary art’ trend on the 
widespread perception that every 
piece of work emerging from the 
Middle East or North Africa must 
be commenting on Arab identity or 
themes of revolution and change. 
But during the uprisings, graffiti and 
street-art undoubtedly became an 
essential tool of communication and 
criticism. Using public space both 
as canvas and battleground is more 
than trendy, more than a style. Take, 
for example, the graffiti on houses, 
arches, and walls in Libyan cities 
in 2011. Damning caricatures of 
Gaddafi shared space with lashings 
of red, black and green paint—the 
colours of the pre-Gaddafi Libyan 
flag. Artists risked death to depict 
hopes, fears and frustrations in 
public. In Tunisia, the artistic 
infrastructure was transformed 
after ousting President Ben Ali, 
before which there was only one 
representative artistic association. 
There are now several. 

Egypt’s post-Mubarak street-
art collectives and festivals have 
garnered the most international 
attention. Blogs like Suzeeinthecity, 
documenting street art and 
its practitioners, reveal the 

phenomenon’s rapid rise. Su Zee’s 
virtual tours of Cairo graffiti show 
iconic works like ‘Check Mate’ by 
El Teneen, an image on a wall of the 
American University Cairo campus 
that shows Mubarak as a toppled king 
in a game of chess. Graphic artist 
Ganzeer established streetartcairo.
com, an interactive map 
to which users add the 
locations of artworks 
as they spot them. 
Works developed 
during the 
r e v o l u t i o n 
by artists like 
Keizer, El Seed 
and Aya Tarek 
still adorn many 
public spaces in 
Cairo, though many 
of them now take part 
in international, indoor 
exhibitions. Tarek has recently 
exhibited in Paris and Frankfurt, 
while El Teneen shared a show 
in Washington D.C. with graffiti 
hero Shepard Fairey. The increased 
appearance of collaborative 
exhibitions are a direct result of 
the revolution, allowing creativity 
to flourish in an art world that 
seemingly exists without curfews or 
police interrogations. 

But the fact that artists express 
their political dissatisfaction 
through street-art and receive media 
attention for it is no indication of 
struggles ended. When The Guardian 
hailed the Bedouins, an American 
skateboarding collective, as the 
“arty skate gang…bringing peace to 

Tunisia,” I had to laugh. Aided by 
local artists and friends, the Bedouins 
transformed the empty house of 
a disgraced government minister 
into an informal exhibition space 
covered in bright graffiti and murals. 
Symbolic? Yes. Political? Surely. But 
no amount of graffiti or rose-tinted 

media coverage can establish 
governmental stability, 

or erase the poverty 
and unemployment 

caused by years 
of exploitation. 
President Ben Ali’s 
departure is hardly 
s y n o n y m o u s 
with freedom of 

expression, or a 
triumph against 

censorship. This 
week will see the trial of 

two Tunisian graffiti artists—
they could each face five years in jail 
for writing “The People want rights 
for the Poor” on a wall. Likewise in 
Egypt, Morsi’s authorities continue to 
whitewash murals commemorating 
martyrs of the revolution, and new 
murals painted by the determined 
artists of Cairo now show Morsi 
and Mubarak as one and the same.  
It comes as no surprise that Islamist 
authorities are largely unsupportive 
of controversial political art, so the 
conflicts continue. Earlier this month, 
Tunisian singer Emel Mathlouthi 
inadvertently summarized this 
paradoxical climate with a point that 
made up in accuracy what it lacked in 
grammatical correctness: “We are not 
seeing so much changes, not really.”

M y t h i c a l 
c re atures 
abound in 

Cambridge, 
from the 

Pegasus on 
R obi ns on’s 
crest, to 
E n g l i s h 

s t u d e n t s 
that actually do some work. 

Unicorns are traditionally 
seen as a symbol of purity and 
innocence, but an unnamed, and, 
indeed, untraceable student has 
rendered one at Corpus Christi 
much more profane. Corpuscles 
will be familiar with the crest in 
their hall, flanked by a lion and 
a unicorn. Keen observers will 
note that both animals sport 
erect phalluses. Legend has it 
that the college cannot remove 
the artfully placed genitalia for 
fear of damaging the original 
carvings, and so, there they 
remain. Frustratingly, I can find 
no further details of this story, 
and in trying to find out more 
information, have encountered 
several Corpus students who have 
never even noticed the obscene 
nature of the beasts. Hours 
spent trawling through archives 
have likewise revealed nothing. 
A visit to Corpus informed me 
that I would have to submit a 
formal request to the college in 
order to take photographs in the 
dining hall, which would take 
several days to be approved. 
Hence, I have no evidence to 
offer but that of my own eyes. 
I will refrain from making any 
jokes about unicorns and horns, 
although I will mention that 
Corpus students do drink from 
the horn of an aurochs, a now 
extinct species of cattle that 
died out in the fifteenth century. 

Jesus College, of course, has a 
cock theme. Thanks to its founder, 
Bishop Alcock, the college crest 
features three cockerels, and 
pictures and carvings of chickens 
appear throughout the college. 
As with Corpus, a particularly 
fine representation stands in 
the dining hall. The bronze 
sculpture is from Benin, and was 
given to the college in 1897. The 
government of Benin writes to the 
college every so often, asking for 
the return of their stolen cultural 
artefacts, and Jesus always 
politely, but firmly, declines. 

Returning to the theme of 
mythical creatures, I would 
like to thank the people who 
constructed the snow Loch Ness 
monster on the Sidgwick Site 
lawn on Monday (pictured page 
1, obviously...). You made my 
day. Anyone not lucky enough 
to see it really missed out; the 
legendary monster was huge 
and meticulously crafted, even 
sporting fangs made of snow! 

Zoah Hedges-Stocks 
uncovers unicorns, 
sculptures and Cambridge’s 
own Loch Ness Monster
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Using public space 
both as canvas and 

battleground is 
more than trendy, 
more than a style.

THE ART OF CONFLICT
Eliza Lass casts a sceptical eye over the artistic outpouring resulting from the Arab Spring

A VIEW FROM 
THE BRIDGE
Interesting objects in and around 
Cambridge...

Jessica Poon on Constantin 
Brâncuși’s Fire Bringer.

In ‘Prometheus’, Brâncuși has 
managed to forge form from 
fire. Named after the fire thief of 
Greek mythology, this teardrop of 
a head is mercurial in its shifting, 
indistinct features. A soft-edged 
droplet fashioned from hard 
elements, it is a representation 
of Brâncuși’s own work ethic: 
“Work like a slave; command 
like a king; create like a god.” It 
is also, in turn, a reflection of the 
artist and his world. Solid in form 
but ambiguous in subject matter, 
‘Prometheus’ retains brevity of 
wit in conveying consciousness 
even when at rest. Kettle’s Yard 
hosts this small wonder.

Jake Wood examines the recent resurgance in popularity of the artist Gustav Klimt
Klimt 

Kettle’s Yard


